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On the 8th of October 1935 Samuel Beckett wrote from London to his friend Thomas MacGreevy telling him that he had recently ‘dined one evening with Bion, a hurried but good sole at the Etoile in Charlotte St., & went on to hear Jung at the Institute of Psychological Medicine’.​[1]​ Wilfred Ruprecht Bion was Beckett’s psychotherapist, although Beckett consistently referred to him as his ‘analyst’, and much has been made of what Beckett took in that evening from Jung and the fact that the talk made a sufficiently lasting impression that he referred to it decades later.​[2]​ Little has been made, however, of the fact that therapist and patient broke bread together, partaking of a very different kind of ‘company’ to the one that is usual or even seemingly permitted in the analytic encounter. This odd transgression of a standard analytic distance might be explained away by the fact that Bion had not yet undergone a formal analytic training,​[3]​ or that the ‘frame’ beneath which psychoanalytic psychotherapy usually takes place was less firmly established in the mid-1930s. Still, the unease with Bion’s ‘transgression’ gathers force because it is one that Beckett himself registers: ‘Bion off the job is pleasant, but against a background of Toc H and Tank corps that makes me tremble. I hope he hasn’t done us both a disservice by inviting me to meet him in that way’ (LSB, 282-3).​[4]​ And this is followed directly in the letter by Beckett’s sense that he will soon expel the therapeutic relationship: ‘I don’t think I shall go on with the analysis after Xmas. I don’t expect the troubles I hoped first & foremost to get rid of via analysis will be gone then any more than they are now. Tant pis. I must use me to them’ (LSB, 283).  Unable to rid himself of his putatively psychosomatic symptoms – heart palpitations, intestinal complaints, boils and cysts – it is the relationship with Bion that Beckett seeks to purge from his system.   
There is little sense that Beckett and Bion worked the therapy towards an end that might constitute a finishing. Instead, less than three months after their dinner together Beckett had returned to Ireland. In 1930, when in Paris, Beckett had groaned to a friend that his compulsive journeys back to his homeland made him feel ‘like a constipated Eurydice [returning] to the shades of shit’ (LSB, 47). By 1936, however, he was clear that the therapy and life in London had to be evacuated at any cost. Beckett had had his fill of a psychotherapy he now called the ‘London torture’ (LBS, 299), although on his return he soon became ill with pleurisy and was consequently compelled to stay at home with his mother in a way that compounded that difficult relationship and the painful psychological and physical symptoms that had driven him to seek Bion’s help in the first place. Beckett’s mother settled her son’s bill with Bion in January of 1936 (she had been paying the fee throughout),​[5]​ and Beckett’s reaction to MacGreevy suggests that this final settling of accounts was experienced in abject terms: ‘Bion in his last acknowledgment of the filthy “trusted I had by now taken up my work with pleasure and satisfaction”, as he was sure I must, “even though not entirely free from neuroses”!’ (LSB, 299). Bion, it seems clear, felt that the therapy was interrupted, and perhaps even attempted to maintain contact with Beckett. Or maybe it was MacGreevy’s idea that Bion should be forced to keep Beckett in mind. Either way, we learn from MacGreevy’s preservation of Beckett’s letter that his offer of intercession with Bion was refused with a shrugged suggestion that the therapist had done his best, or that no better could be expected of circumstances such as these. There was no point or possibility of getting further inside the matter: ‘It is good of you to be willing to see Bion, but I think the less that scab is scratched the better. As you say, he has been as probe as he could, with the probities respectively homologous to mother & me’ (LSB, 305).  
We know, however, that Beckett remained on Bion’s mind. In December of 1936, Beckett’s German diary records that he received a message from Bion via his friend Geoffrey Thompson ‘deploring any interruption of treatment, opining “total cure” if I had stayed a little longer, & trusting to see me again. NIX ZU SAGEN. Oder zu viel'.​[6]​ The German phrase, which might be translated as ‘NOTHING TO SAY. Or too much’, seems uncannily proleptic -- an anachronistic shard of a poetic language for which Beckett wasn’t to find a satisfactory aesthetic home for another ten years. And there is indeed something important in the fact that the dilemma of being caught between lack and excess, a tight-lipped refusal and logorrhoeia, finds one of its first irruptions into consciousness in relation to the psychoanalytic encounter. Here, though, it is perhaps simply worth noting that Beckett did respond. He replied to Bion’s suggestion that he had evacuated himself home and then abroad with a rather unfestive Christmas card of ‘the Subarair earth goddess in the Tell Halaf museum, complete with chalice for the fertilising rain and archaic smile’ (LSB, 401). Beckett posted his therapist an image of maternal containment – an image of shelter, sustenance, and life –, and must surely have meant Bion, given their conversations of the previous two years, to ponder a little on this invocation of a mother’s arms. Bion may have wondered whether it represented a sarcastic refusal of therapist and of the work in favour of the gluey warmth of the symptom; or perhaps he understood it as a plea from Beckett for what Bion was later to articulate as the ‘containment’ analysis can offer. 
The archive is empty at this point. ‘SB’s card to Bion has not been found’ (LSB, 402), Fehsenfeld and Overbeck note; and even the image is hard to trace as the majority of artefacts in the Tell Halaf museum in Berlin were destroyed by bombing in the War. Perhaps Bion did not feel the need to keep the postcard. Or maybe he did archive it in some way, placing it with the Tavistock’s clinical records that burned in the Blitz, it is claimed.​[7]​ Perhaps whoever might have it thought or thinks that revealing it would be a betrayal of the containment of the therapeutic encounter, just as Bion agreeing to meet with Deirdre Bair, Beckett’s first and unauthorised biographer, would have been.​[8]​ Whatever the reason, it seems that Bion, the man Beckett’s jokingly called ‘the covey’ (LSB, 222), did, as perhaps the name hopes, provide a place of shelter -- a cove -- for Beckett’s personal ‘material’, at least in this regard, even as Beckett’s variant on ‘cove’ seems to fizz with a little aggression, speaking of a sliver of suspicion in its potential etymological origin in ‘Thieves’ cant’ and suggested link with cofe, a ‘chapman, pedlar’ OED.  




Beckett’s oeuvre is centrally concerned with the purgatorial: the series of tormentors and tormented bound to their peristaltic crawl through the enteric mud in How It Is; the seemingly Sisyphean tasks of self-expression that circulate in the Texts for Nothing and the Trilogy; the waiting for some unnamed and indefinitely deferred expiation in Waiting for Godot and Endgame. But Beckett’s work, from its earliest bombastic manifestations that gobble up and throw out a tyro’s obsession with technique and study to the final parched linguistic regimes, is also clearly produced according to a kind of body language of ingestion and expulsion that stages itself through more literal evocations of purgation. ‘What matters is to eat and excrete. Dish and pot, dish and pot, these are the poles’, mutters the narrator of Malone Dies.​[14]​ But this comes later, and it is worth noting that Beckett’s first novel Dream of Fair to Middling Women (written 1931-2) was unable to take much sustenance from its orientation towards the pole of the pot. The young author was hopelessly certain that the earliest incarnation of a section of Dream, the short story ‘Sedendo et Quiescendo’, was just shit-stained: ‘it stinks of Joyce in spite of my most earnest endeavours to endow it with my own odours. Unfortunately for myself that’s the only way I’m interested in writing’ (LSB, 81). Beckett went on determine that his next ‘clumsy’ story, which he intended to show to Charles Prentice (to whom the letter is addressed), was likely to be even more obviously excremental: ‘When I imagine I have a real “twice round the pan and & pointed at both ends” I’ll offend you with its spiral on my soilman’s shovel’ (LSB, 81-2). 
What is made explicit here is that Beckett was finding it almost impossible to take in Joyce’s influence in a way that could be metabolised and made his own rather than gobbled up and then evacuated, expelled into the realm of the abject. And it is revealing that Prentice, who worked for the publisher Chatto and Windus (later to earn Beckett’s angry moniker of ‘Shatton and Windup’ (LSB, 125) when they rejected Dream), agreed with Beckett’s defensive put-down, confiding to MacGreevy that ‘the Joyce bit […] [is] not his own style, & the best parts, though there are some supreme times in them, dribble through one’s hands in a way that cannot be wholly intentional’ (LSB, 82). From the letters, one can discern a writer who is indeed fighting to be in control of his material, agonising with the anxiety of influence and similarly struggling with the question of how to incorporate the voracious reading of philosophical, psychoanalytic and other texts that he undertook in the 1920s and 1930s, into an art that wasn’t to be marked by a dynamic of gorging and evacuation, or ‘soiled […] with the old demon notesnatching’, as Beckett put it.​[15]​ For the final text of Dream does in places seem to oscillate between the clotted and the incontinent, as Prentice suggests, and Beckett himself can only describe it in 1932 as a ‘multicuspid stinker’ (LSB, 135)— a multiple, sharply-toothed, monstrosity that binges on its sources before belching or shitting them out into the world as ‘stink’. Perhaps Beckett’s inability to find an appropriate aesthetic form, a suitable container, for his work infected the way in which he experienced all his productions, although the contamination might also be read as working the other way round. Either way, during this period even the letters Beckett writes to the trusted MacGreevy get represented as emetic discharges, with sign-offs begging to be excused for the ‘déguelade [long puke]’ (LSB, 233), or apologising for the sense of evacuation and disgust: ‘forgive and forget this pestilential letter. I feel hollow’ (LSB, 84). 
One senses that this ‘hollowness’, compounded by his father’s death in 1933, was part of what drove Beckett to London and to Bion. And Beckett, with hindsight, was willing to own that the therapy with Bion did ‘help’ – perhaps helped to contain something – and that maybe traces of the analytic work did survive his rejection of it. In an interview with James Knowlson not long before Beckett’s death, he said: 

I think it probably did help. I think it helped me perhaps to control the panic. I certainly came up with some extraordinary memories of being in the womb […] I used to go back to my digs and write notes on what had happened, on what I’d come up with. I’ve never found them since. Maybe they still exist somewhere. I think it all helped me to understand a bit better what I was doing and what I was feeling’.​[16]​

It is easy enough to imagine that Beckett was tantalizing Knowlson and other scholars with the possibility of an, as yet, unfound cache of notes. Like the intriguing notion that Bion’s clinical notes on Beckett might still exist somewhere, what interests me about this suggestion is the importance of an idea of a textual archive of the experience of Beckett’s ‘analysis’, both to scholars and perhaps to this, at this point, most scholarly of patients. For an archive of writing offers a place of authority where visible, material, objects might be held with a hope of a certain permanence; it gives solidity to a psychoanalysis that is so expensive in terms of time and money but remains, in the end, for better and for worse, all talk. 
There is certainly a sense that Beckett was concerned to hold on to his experience with Bion, to preserve it in text, at a point where everything, perhaps especially his writing, seemed susceptible to evacuation.​[17]​ Of course, the relationship with Bion was itself soon interrupted, discharged, and this might be interpreted as an ‘acting out’ of what Beckett clearly felt was his psychopathology. But the fact that Beckett allowed himself to lose these secondhand notes and to evoke the idea of containment in his ‘understanding’ – his thinking and his feeling --, suggests that perhaps something of that analytic work was retained, digested in such a way as it could be preserved. If this is so, maybe what really remains of this analytic work is not an archive buried in the annals of the Tavistock or tragically razed in the Blitz. What remains is not to be found as notes in an old suitcase that might still be languishing in Beckett’s personal effects or has now lamentably been thrown away. The remains of the work, the archive of the analysis, might instead be found in the writing that Beckett used as a container for his thinking – a writing that compulsively bears witness to a desire to spit and shit out the world as intolerable, but becomes able, through form, through its modes of textual rumination, to hold on to itself for long enough that the world might truly be thought and experienced as such. What Beckett and Bion may in the end have taken in from one another was the germ of a shared sense that the ingestion of the material of the world that produces all somatic and psychic life could perhaps be held long enough to be digested – used as food for thought rather than simply expelled.
Perhaps coincidentally, it is Wilfred Bion who offers a register and a model for understanding thinking as a mode of containment that evolved as a capacity for ‘digesting’, for tolerating and processing, ‘thoughts’. Claiming that ‘thinking has to be called into existence to cope with thoughts’, Bion suggests that in many incidences of psychopathology, what is at stake is precisely a ‘breakdown in the apparatus for “thinking”’.​[18]​ As Steven Connor succinctly puts it, for Bion psychoanalysis might therefore be understood as a vital ‘process of learning to think, where learning to think means nothing less than becoming a thinker, the name we give to the one capable of holding open a space in which thoughts may be accommodated’.​[19]​ In Connor’s reading of Bion, thinking – the process replicated in the analytic scene – is thus ‘fundamentally a holding, in both spatial and temporal registers – a containment and a suspension’ of those thoughts that might otherwise be experienced as contaminating or lacerating the self.​[20]​ 
For Bion, ‘the alimentary system [is] a model of the process of thought’,​[21]​ and the capacity to think rather than expel thoughts, to ‘evacuate’ them ‘at high speed as missiles to annihilate space’,​[22]​ is developed alongside and according to the logic of the fundamental processes of alimentation that subtend life. Bion reaches this conclusion by using and building on Melanie Klein’s description of the events and experiences that occur in the first few months of life that underpin the baby’s literal survival and produce the mechanisms by which the infant develops psychological modes for taking in and processing the world. The breast provides the baby with milk, with sustenance, but also associated feelings of ‘security, well-being, love’.​[23]​ This entwining of somatic and psychic need ensures that alongside the breast of the mother and digestive system of the child, ‘there exists in reality a psycho-somatic breast and an infantile psycho-somatic alimentary canal corresponding to the breast’.​[24]​ Using the Kleinian dyad of good and bad breast, Bion explains how, at first, hunger, or the need for a breast that is not present and therefore the feeling of need itself, is experienced as a concrete thing – a bad breast of which it needs to be rid. ‘[T]he infant does not feel it wants a good breast but it does feel it wants to evacuate a bad one’,​[25]​ he writes. Consequently, the infant’s powerful, inchoate, feelings such as hatred or the fear of death are also experienced as concrete things, as bad objects that need to be expelled.  This leads to a form of transliteration and an evacuation of an idea of these bad internal objects into the absent and thus bad breast. In Bion’s terms, ‘the infant, filled with painful lumps of faeces, guilt, fears of impending death, chunks of greed, meanness and urine, evacuates these bad objects into the breast that is not there’.​[26]​ 
The baby’s capacity to tolerate frustration is dependent on the mother’s ability to contain and metabolise these bad objects that assault her as ‘projective identifications’. As Bion puts it in his description of Klein’s nomenclature, in projective identification ‘there exists an omnipotent phantasy that it is possible to split off temporarily undesired, though sometimes valued, parts of the personality and put them into an object’.​[27]​ In this case the baby’s need, its hate, and its fear of death, are projected into the mother who, if all goes well, is capable of ‘reverie’, ‘capable of reception of the infant’s projective identifications whether they are felt to be good or bad’.​[28]​ She contains and processes these elements – in Bion’s terms she ‘digests’ them – and thus ‘makes the infant feel it is receiving its frightened personality back again but in a form it can tolerate’.​[29]​ The good object

turns the no-breast (mouth) into a breast, the faeces and urine into milk, the fears of impending death and anxiety into vitality and confidence, the greed and meanness into feelings of love and generosity and the infant sucks its bad property, now translated into goodness, back again.​[30]​ 

And so the infant gradually learns, through this experience and process of reintrojection, that painful states need not inevitably lead to ‘evasion by evacuation';​[31]​ they might instead be tolerated sufficiently that they could become food for thought – material that sustains a thinking that in turn nourishes and feeds a self. The child gradually learns through this experience of being held in another’s mind and of being understood to develop a space and time in his or her own internal world for painful states and objects to be held, examined, and worked through with and as a process of thinking.   
The mother’s capacity for reverie, alongside the analyst’s ability to enact a similar process of containment, is part of what Bion calls ‘alpha function’ – that which gives meaning to, holds and processes rather than evacuates, the so-called ‘beta elements’. Beta-elements are, for Bion, ‘undigested facts’:​[32]​ raw sense data sometimes muddled into bad objects and ‘thoughts’ that precede alpha function and are, in their untransformed state, ‘suitable for evacuation only […] through the agency of projective identification’.​[33]​ Gianna Williams, a consultant psychotherapist at the Tavistock Clinic, has recently articulated a convincing relationship between perturbed ‘object-relations’ and eating disorders; indeed, she makes a link between anorexic and bulimic modes of behaviour and a disturbance both of Klein’s projective and introjective processes and Bion’s ideas of the necessity for psychological containment. Williams suggests that disordered relationships to food can be a response to an experience of early and uncontained psychic evacuation. She hypothesises that ‘”frightened or frightening” parents are those who project anxiety instead of containing it’ and posits the existence of an ‘omega function’ that children of such parents may introject in the place of an ‘alpha function’.​[34]​ In her terms, omega function ‘derives from the introjection of an object which is not only impervious, but is both impervious and overflowing with projections’.​[35]​ Children denuded of an external and, as a consequence, an internal sense of containment can feel themselves to be receptacles without adequate boundaries. Psychically porous, disorganised, disoriented, and assaulted by projections they cannot digest, such children can develop problems related to taking in material from an other and from the world. Staging their perturbed relations enterologically, so to speak, these children and the adults they become may resort either to a refusal of food (a ‘no-entry system’ of defences), or evoke in their corporeality an attitude and habit fitted to the frantic attempts to expel the experience of having been invaded by projections. 
Developing the link in Bion’s work between food and thoughts, digestion and thinking, Williams describes a patient with bulimia who felt, in his words, ‘greasy’, ‘full of soot’, ‘disgusting’, and who gained temporary relief from this sense of invasion by ‘foreign bodies’ through vomiting. This patient, though highly intelligent, was also racing with thoughts that he could not allow to be digested, just like the food he compulsively purged: ‘they were not thoughts he could think or talk about, but something more akin to flying debris’.​[36]​ This patient used his eating disorder as a way of exercising control over inanimate objects ‘like food, or the books he “devoured” (“always available things” which he never needed to wait for)’.​[37]​ In so doing, he made explicit a link between the evacuation of food and thoughts and the desire to destroy time’s duration by morselising it and contracting all delay into instantaneity. And it is Bion who implies that thinking, ‘alpha function’, not only makes tolerable the distension and dilation of time, it actually produces a sense of time, of experience that can be retained, by holding up the evacuation of the ‘beta elements’ of the untransformed external world sufficiently for something to be taken into the self. Just as food can be metabolised and absorbed into the very matter of the body if it is allowed to linger in the lumen of the gut long enough to be digested, thinking produces a container for time, an archive for the experience of the world, within which the self might be nourished by its ‘objects’ rather than assaulted or contaminated by them. Thinking, by this account, produces what might be thought of as ‘world enough, and time’.
	Jean Walton has offered a historicised description of the somatic drama of digestion that resonates suggestively with Bion’s sense of thinking and time. In a brilliant account of what she dubs the ‘peristaltic subject of modernity’, she recreates and explains a twentieth-century narrative that sought to understand the evolution of the human from an amoeba through which ‘the world simply moved into and out […] with no particular directionality’,​[38]​ through an organism with a tube running the length of its body with ripples of muscles that propel matter through it as nutrition is absorbed, into homo sapiens with the evolved capacity to concentrate its feeding and excretion. For humans are not, in general, simply ‘oozing out faeces’, like mice, cattle or caterpillars; they have, instead, evolved to order their intake and output by cultivating new habits of eating only at intervals. This narrative of development, which is fully bound up with modernity’s obsessions with hygiene, regularity, and the efficient use of time, suggests that a peristaltic system evolved in humans in which time for activities other than a continuous search for nutrition could be gathered up, produced and retained within the body. As Walton describes it, this narrative imagines an evolved peristaltic system that can manage its intake and control its output into occasions somewhat determined in advance. The passage of time thus becomes something that can be contained, archived and used. In Walton’s terms: ‘As soon as this happened, a future could be imagined, and something planned for; the human subject now became capable of imposing will on the passage of time by means of a holding in reservation, then releasing at the prescribed time’.​[39]​ In this version of a sublimation theory, it is the regulation of the body’s appetite and inevitable consequences of ingestion that liberates time for thinking, for work, for culture. By implication, then, the bulimic body that ingests and excretes compulsively enacts an assault on thinking and on time, although this in itself might also be usefully understood as, in part, a resistance to modernity’s demands for subjects who are predictably ‘regular’.    
Let me be clear at this point: it is perfectly possible that at some point in his life Samuel Beckett had a disordered relationship with food. Although anorexia and bulimia are often connected with and evoke feelings of shame, it seems unhelpful to collude with an assumption that if Beckett did have somatic and psychological experience of this sort, it should itself be expelled – evacuated as something shameful. There is, however, no archival record available to support such an assumption. The letters do suggest difficulties with ingestion and digestion, though. In a section excised from the published letters, Beckett confides to MacGreevy at the beginning of 1935: ‘Such an old crock I begin to feel. I beg [the doctor] to tell me what to do even to be fairly well and he can find nothing better than ‘eat well’ and a prescription to stimulate the appetite. I eat all I can stuff’.​[40]​ Manifestly unable to digest what ‘eat well’ might mean, Beckett insisted to MacGreevy in September 1935 that the problems with his innards remained untouched by his work with Bion:

The intestinal pains are worse than they have been so far. Bion is not interested. Geoffrey​[41]​ checks a smile. I feel absolutely certain that I will get no further with the analysis than I have done, that from now on it is money thrown away. Yet I have not the courage to call it off. I also feel certain there is something wrong with my guts, yet have not the courage to consult a doctor’ (LSB, 277). 

These intestinal pains and the inability to ‘eat well’ may, of course, have been in Bion’s mind when he invited Beckett to dinner. Perhaps the invitation was an expression of ‘interest’, although Beckett’s seemingly intuitive sense that such an act might not have provided him with the containment he needed appears to have fed the process of finding the ‘guts’ (as Beckett imagines it) to refuse the therapy, to push it away. In the paragraph following the account of the dinner and the sense that that work with the therapist was at an end, Beckett states, ‘Mother will be feeling there is a lot of me due to her’ (LSB, 283). One can only speculate how someone who felt under such a compelling demand might have responded, not only to the inevitable pushes and pulls and powerful asymmetries of the analytic encounter, but also to the worry that now Bion, too, seemed to want something. 




In 1932, soon after finishing Dream, Beckett complained to MacGreevy that somehow most of his work seemed forced and false: ‘There is a kind of writing corresponding with acts of debauchery on the part of the writing shed’. Overly-willed, hermetically-sealed, and thus unable to connect with an other in its refusal to admit ingress or egress, Beckett determined that such work is ‘all frigged up, in terram, faute d’un orifice [for want of an orifice], heat of friction and not the spontaneous combustion of the spirit to compensate the pus & the pain that threaten its economy, fraudulent manoeuvres to make the cavity do what it can’t do – the work of the abscess’ (LSB, 134).​[42]​ It is significant that Dream gives voice to just this desire for impervious self-containment: 

The mind, dim and hushed like a sick-room […]; the mind at last its own asylum, disinterested, indifferent  […]; the mind suddenly reprieved, ceasing to be an annex of the restless body, the glare of understanding switched off.​[43]​ 

This ‘[l]imbo from which the mistral of desire has been withdrawn’, this fantasy of the absolute impermeability of a pure ‘no-entry system’, is revealingly figured as ‘the mind [going] wombtomb’ (DFMW, 45).​[44]​ Even in this period, though, Beckett is imagining that art might have the need but also the power to punch through such a carapace and the sticky fantasy of a mind enclosed within it. In the MacGreevy letter, an answer is indeed offered in terms of an art that is not ‘facultatif’ [optional], but is instead compulsive -- tied to the ‘integrity’ of the reflexive and the power of the pre-cognitive to be found in the unwilled discharge of bodily fluids. ‘I’m in mourning for the pendu’s [hanged man’s] emission of semen […] the integrity of the eyelids coming down before the brain knows of grit in the wind’ (LSB, 134-135), Beckett writes. In Dream, the narrator similarly speaks of an art compelled to push through the borders of such a windowless monad: ‘the mind suddenly entombed, then active in an anger and a rhapsody of energy in a scurrying and plunging towards exitus, such is the ultimate mode and factor of the creative integrity’; this is the ‘inviolable criterion of poetry and music […] the demented perforation of the night colander’ (DFMW 16). Of course, and as we have seen, Dream itself is punctured by some of the more detrimental qualities of the sieve, having earned Prentice’s wary worry that parts of it just ‘dribble through one’s hands’ and Beckett’s own (perhaps overly critical) admission that influence, ideas, and notesnatching – external authorities – are gorged upon and then dribbled or shat out. In Dream, the aesthetic of emission may be described and evoked, but at this point both author and publishers sense that the form is incontinent, unable to contain and metabolise the textual material. As with the bulimic person, the external world and dependence on others is admitted into body and mind, but the sense of porousness such ingestion produces leads to a frantic evacuation that only serves to tear at and widen these anxious orifices. 
As Connor notes, a novel of the early 1950s such as The Unnamable seems rather explicitly to dramatise Bion’s descriptions of the psychological consequences of a failure of ‘containment’.  Its ‘logorrhoeic outpouring is the reflex of a process of unwilled introjection’,​[45]​ Connor writes, as each avatar of the Unnamable desperately attempts to speak of and for itself, but in using words that can never belong to itself alone, feels able only to discharge and vomit forth the material of others. Words indeed contaminate the body into which they are violently forced, necessarily making ‘links’ between selves and others as Bion might have seen it, and thus, in this Beckettian landscape, infecting the subject with the voice of a regurgitated other: ‘It’s a poor trick that consists of ramming a set of words down your gullet on the principle that you can’t bring them up without being branded as belonging to their breed’ (M, 327). The whole of the Trilogy brims with these images of forced intake and the demands to discharge the torturous insertion of ‘foreign bodies’. In Malone Dies the figure who is waiting for death notes that it is unlikely that he will be able to do even this for himself; instead, death seems likely to be staved off by gavage: ‘when they cannot swallow any more someone rams a tube down their gullet, or up their rectum, and fills them full of vitaminized pap, so as not to be accused of murder’ (M, 253-4). In The Unnamable, where birthing a voice of its own rather than dying is the concern, uncontrolled anal excretion becomes an analogue for the creation of both selves and an artwork: ‘I’ll let down my trousers and shit stories on them, stories, photographs, records, sites, lights, gods and fellow-creatures […] Be born, dear friends, be born, enter my arse, you’ll just love my colic pains, it won’t take long, I’ve the bloody flux’ (M, 383-4). Of course, all this ‘wordshit’ (to borrow a phrase from the Texts for Nothing) becomes fertiliser for another brief narrative bloom that only yields more voices that are never permitted to be fully alone or simply themselves.
In The Unnamable, words clearly work as something forced into the body both in the text and of the text by an other. And this leads inexorably to reflux – to something being swallowed but not digested:

It is they who dictate this torrent of balls, they who stuffed me full of these groans that choke me. And out it all pours unchanged, I have only to belch to be sure of hearing them, the same old sour teachings I can’t change a tittle of.  A parrot, that’s what they’re up against, a parrot. (M, 338)       

The content of such a passage seems reminiscent of Beckett’s early anxiety that his work ‘stinks of Joyce’ or is soiled by ‘notesnatching’. But, of course, The Unnamable is not sub-Joycean in form or content;​[46]​ it is ruminating on its  compulsions, holding, repeating, and sustaining them, rather than reproducing an evacuation. As Connor implies, the self-consciousness of the process, its enactment in literary form, ensures ‘the book is both an act of utterance, and the staging or ostension of such an act; the locutionary act constituted by The Unnamable as a whole therefore serves as a container for the incontinent verbal spillage of which it consists’.​[47]​ 
It is perhaps significant that it is in Watt (1943-4), the first major work written solely after his time with Bion, that Beckett is able to express the same anxious vicissitudes of incorporation and evacuation that seem to stain his earlier writing from a position of having raised the dilemma to the level of form. The material contained in the Addenda to Watt is indeed explicitly represented as macerated fragments of the novel and ‘notesnatchings’ that exceed its formal container, that cannot be taken in and digested by the work to which it is appended: ‘The following precious and illuminating material should be carefully studied. Only fatigue and disgust prevented its incorporation’, it intones.​[48]​ The heavy irony of ‘precious and illuminating material’ and the association with ‘fatigue and disgust’ at incorporation implies that writing and text might have explicitly become what could be called ‘primary materials’. We know from the archive of notes taken on Jones’s Papers on Psychoanalysis during his time with Bion, that Beckett was familiar with the ‘[i]nstinct of the infant to keep & play with faeces, the pleasure it takes in smearing, which it does with excreta as a token of affection’, and the transfer of interest in these primary materials to other objects such as words and text that come to be ‘coprosymbol[s]’.​[49]​ Beckett indeed seemed particularly interested in Jones’s chapter on ‘anal-eroticism’ and the ‘lasting influence of the infant’s ambition to achieve control of his sphincters’–​[50]​ to control the incorporation of the external world and its excorporation and thus achieve a pleasurable victory wrought by an imagined independence from otherness. He reproduces, in the notes, an image of how the child may begin to derive pleasure from such control, from 

[p]ostponement of act: child squatting down supporting anal orifice with heel so as to keep back stool until the last moment & then voiding with intense concentration during which he resents any disturbing influence from without.​[51]​ 

And the half-digested image reappears in the Addenda to Watt in the guise of an aroused adult (‘nipple […] in a state of manifest tumescence’), a ‘gentleman’ playing the piano and sustaining a chord, who wore 

the expression of man about to be delivered, after many days, of a particularly hard stool, that is to say the brow was furrowed, the eyes tight closed, the nostrils dilated, the lips parted and the jaw fallen, as pretty a synthesis as one could wish of anguish, concentration, strain, transport and self-abandon (W, 251). 

But the compulsive drama of control and release, pleasure and pain, dilation and tension, represented here is now also enacted in the form, held in the hinterland of the Addenda between evacuation and absorption into the novel that it offers both to complete and exceed.​[52]​
Perhaps even more significantly, another dislocated fragment in the Addenda -- ‘never been properly born’ (W, 248) -- has its source in Jung’s lecture that Beckett attended with Bion in October 1935. As many scholars have noted, the phrase echoes throughout the oeuvre, reappearing in All That Fall (1956) and seeming to structure Footfalls (1975) almost entirely. Beckett, with extraordinary candour, told Charles Juliet in 1968:

I have always felt as if, inside me, someone had been murdered. Murdered before my birth. I had to find this murdered being. Try to give him life . . . Once I attended a lecture by Jung – he spoke of one of his patients, a young girl . . . […] And then, as if speaking to himself, and surprised by the discovery he had made, he added: ‘In fact, she had never been born.’ I have always had the feeling that I too had never been born.​[53]​            

There is much to be said in psychoanalytic and other terms about this remarkable statement. Here, though, by reproducing Jung’s phrase that Beckett later understands as resonating so strongly on his ‘inside’ in an Addenda, the text preserves something of the experience with Bion in a form that has taken in the material while staging and rendering explicit the partiality and difficulty of the process of ingestion. It appears as expelled matter: a homeless gobbet; a foreign body; an ‘undigested fact’. But whereas in Dream, intake is reduced to a swallow​[54]​ – a gorging gulp that can only be followed by a barely controlled textual equivalent of emetic or enema --, Watt’s explicit formal rumination on the impossibility of absolute incorporation of what is outside to inside suggests, paradoxically, that something of that impossibility has been digested. Held tightly in the space of literary form and held up in the time of the text, the perturbed processes of ingestion and expulsion remain as food for thought. They are not expelled, even as they voice a desire for a compulsive evacuation; instead, it is as if the form itself were beginning to think. After speaking again in the 1970s of his experience at Jung’s lecture to the actress playing May in Footfalls, Beckett offers up an explicit sense of one of the things words might do: ‘Words are as food for this poor girl […] [T]hey are her best friends’.​[55]​ Words can nourish, can offer sustenance; but just as the piano player in the Addenda holds himself in strained suspension by ‘depress[ing] with force the sustaining pedal’ (ital. mine, W, 251),​[56]​ words can also keep something going, dilating the experience of time as they come to do in Footfalls – a play in which utterance and action match each other’s pace. 
	Beckett’s writing does contain some peculiarly specific details of bodies that refuse to digest external materials. In Watt there is an image that renders explicit the addictive qualities of the bodily processes of psychic evacuation that sit alongside the inescapable concreteness of the need for something outside the self. Arsene, the servant who lives in Mr Knott’s house and tends to his needs before the arrival of Watt, affirms: 

And yet is it useless not to seek, not to want, for when you cease to seek you start to find, and when you cease to want, then life begins to ram her fish and chips down your gullet until you puke, and then the puke down your gullet until you puke the puke, and then the puked puke until you begin to like it. (W, 43).  

Now this striking image might be related to a rarely noted symptom that affects a substantial minority of people with bulimia nervosa. ‘Rumination’ consists of the ‘effortless regurgitation of small quantities of food, which would then be chewed. Subsequently the food would be reswallowed or spat out’.​[57]​ Beckett insists this is ‘puke’ rather than the more tidied-up and nourishing idea of food brought up from rather higher in the alimentary tract. But ‘rumination’ might still be read as another manifestation of an ‘omega function’ – the inverse of the thinking which, in Bion’s account of things, is always a thinking through, and a thinking enabled by, dependence on others. The ruminating body, although it holds back the desire to evacuate, seems to have imagined and given form to a mode that fantasises it could resist the absorption of external material almost completely, denying the digestion that would introject the world of others and otherness into the self. 
	But if rumination is present at the level of content, it is, more significantly, part of the formal signature of Watt. In a number of significant sections the novel becomes tangled in evocations of permutation that force a hiatus in its forward movement. For it never gets to the bottom, to the narrative fundament, of particular problems – the seemingly infinite permutations of eating habits of the ‘increeping and outbouncing house- and parlour-maids’ (W, 49), and the series of servants, piano-tuners and dogs who pass through the system of Mr Knott’s house. The maid Mary, who is all ‘flying arms, and champing mouth, and swallowing throat’ (W, 54), gorges food: ‘first an onion, then a peppermint, then another onion, then another peppermint, then another onion, then another peppermint’ (W, 50), and so on, towards ad infinitum. These moments of permutation are repetitiously rendered, are churned according to a kind of reverse peristalsis, and then abandoned.	
The disorderedness of Mary’s eating, the text makes clear, is that it offers no time for digestion, no time for food to be held. It is worth quoting at length Arsene’s description of so-called ‘ordinary’ eating:

The ordinary person eats a meal, then rests from eating for a space, then eats again, then rests again, the eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, then eats again, then rests again, and in this way, now eating, and now resting from eating, he deals with the difficult problem of hunger […] Let him be a small eater, a moderate eater, a heavy eater […] a coprophile, let him look forward to eating with pleasure or back on it with regret or both, let him eliminate well or eliminate ill, let him eructate, vomit, break-wind or in other ways fail or scorn to contain himself as a result of an ill-adapted diet or, congenital affliction, or faulty training during the impressionable years […] the fact remains, and can hardly be denied, that he proceeds by what we call meals, whether taken voluntarily or involuntarily, with pleasure or pain, through the mouth, the nose, the pores, the feed-tube or in an upward direction with the aid of a piston from behind is not of the slightest importance, and that between these acts of nutrition […] there intervene periods of rest or repose. (ital. mine; W, 51)

It is striking that the putative ordinariness of eating descends so quickly into invocations of disorder, fetish, torture, and the incessance of failures of containment; nevertheless, what matters here is the determination that for eating to become ingestion rather than evacuation, there must be time for rest – time, in Walton’s model, for the experience of time itself. In formal terms, the ordinariness of a description of ordinary eating is also soon transubstantiated, transformed into an eccentric moment where narrative and language seem to be walking on the spot. Contained in an extraordinary formal structure that evokes a lack of control through the propulsive retentiveness of sub-clause and comma, attention is nevertheless gathered in and to the exorbitant distension of the time of reading. This is certainly not ‘regular’ time, and in formal terms it pulls reading away from the page-turning pleasures of a restful pastime and the temporal contractions of forward narrative movement. But the form gives words and sustenance, it gives time, to the expression of the drive to evacuate experience; and in so doing it contains it without allowing its full absorption. The form preserves this drive in itself without permitting its easy dissolution or transformation into something else. 
	Suggestively, Arsene asks: ‘Now what, it may well be asked, can the fancies have been that so ravaged Mary from a sense of her situation? Dreams of less work and higher wages? Erotic cravings? Recollections of childhood? Menopausal discomfort?’ (W, 50). Here, the text makes an ironic link between descriptions and evocations of disordered eating and the very material that might erupt in the psychoanalytic scene. In one sense, the text doesn’t seem to have much time for psychoanalysis; it is certainly made to appear unlikely that working with such ‘fancies’ would make sense of this situation. But the invocation of analysis is important because it suggests that it was something to which Beckett returned in the work, if not in the world. And it is the work that offers a remarkable container, both in space and time, for the compulsion to purge; it is the work that archives this experience and holds the urge long enough for it to become an occasion for thinking rather than an enactment of ‘evasion by evacuation’. Perhaps it was Beckett’s work with Bion that enabled him to see a little of this; or perhaps it was simply the inordinance of time spent in therapy and other enforced periods of waiting for something to happen​[58]​ – for literary success, for the war to end -- that turned his textual work towards that recognizably Beckettian slow stretch towards silence, towards stillness. In How It Is (1964), the whole scene of dependent torturers and tortured, of whom not one is ever left finally alone, crawls endlessly through the mud. They circulate through the repeated image of ‘vast tracts of time’, worked over and through by the text with a retentive slowness that matches the scene:

a slowness difficult to conceive the procession we are talking of a procession advancing in jerks or spasms like shit in the guts till one wonders […] if we shall not end one after another or two by two being shat into the open air the light of day the regimen of grace.​[59]​
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